A Funny Line?
Not Anymore

By CWO2 Maurice Etiemble
£ he first lieutenant can alwaysissueyou
another pair of safety glasses, but he can’t
issueyou anew set of eyes.” | learned that line
many yearsago whilel wasreading aNavy
boatswain’smatetraining manual. Theline probably
stuck with me because it seemed humorous at the
time. | certainly didn’t seeit asagreat revelationin
personal safety.

My thinking has changed over theyears, though,
especialy now that I' mthefirst lieutenant aboard a
Coast Guard offshore buoy tender. We haveto hoist
buoysthat weigh morethan 9 tons. We also work
with concrete sinkersthat weigh fivetimesmore
than my sport-utility vehicle.

Onemorning, wewereinthefina stagesof
deploying a5.5-ton buoy. Our ship was*anchored”
to the seafloor by thebuoy’ smooring chainand
sinker. Thechain wasbeing held by astopper, a
spring-loaded devicewith an opentopinwhichthe
chainrests. When the bridgewatch gavethe order to
set the buoy, adeck crewman (aseaman) tripped the
chain stopper with adedgehammer, and the deck
supervisor started lowering the buoy into the water.

Thisevent |looked routine until | saw adented
safety helmet go spinning acrossthe deck. It
bel onged to the seaman who had tripped the chain
stopper. He was down on one knee, with blood
streaming from hisforehead. When hetripped the
stopper, either the sledgehammer doubled back, or
the corner of the stopper caught him asit rel eased
the chain. After what seemed like an eternity, the
seconds of silencethat followed my discovery
finally were shattered by word for acorpsman to
lay to the buoy deck.

Fellow deck crewmenweregivingfirst aidtothe
seaman afew seconds|ater when the corpsman and
the captain arrived on the scene. Oncethe corpsman
had stabilized thevictim, aCoast Guard utility boat
from anearby search and rescue stationtook himto a
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hospital ashore. Doctorsfound hisinjuriesweren’t as
bad asfirst feared, and they released him later the
same day—with some stitchesand aheadache.

Asitturned out, | wasableto replacethe
seaman’ s shattered and blood-stained saf ety glasses
with anew pair. If he hadn’t worn his safety equip-
ment that day, the resultswould have beentragically
different: apair of eyes, or perhapsalife, that |
could never replace. ©
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When the mishap described in this
article occurred, the crewmen were
getting ready to set a buoy similar to
the one shown here.
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